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It has swiftly moved  
from a seller’s to a 
buyer’s market: overall 
applications for 2017 
undergraduate places 
have dropped by  
5% for UK applicants, 
and 7% for those from 
the European Union*.

More and more students 
are receiving five out 
of five offers. You want 
to be certain you’re top 
of their list, should they 
achieve their desired 
grades. You also want 
to avoid the Clearing 
battleground and  
win the war well  
before it gets to  
the Clearing stage. 

So how do universities 
and colleges survive 
in such a disrupted, 
highly competitive 
marketplace? 

* (ref. UCAS Feb 2017).

The UK Higher 
Education 
(HE) sector 
has changed 
dramatically over 
the past ten years. 
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The application process  
for undergraduate degrees  
has changed very little.  
It’s the attitudes and habits  
of the applicants that are  
radically different.

Generation Z, millennials, 
whatever you want to call  
them – basically those born  
in the late nineties to the early 
‘00s – are a different breed  
of student. 

Today’s 18-year-olds are 
complete digital natives who 
have matured in the constant 
presence of social media.  
You now have to hold the 
attention of a young audience 
with a low attention span, 
across a long decision cycle  
and numerous channels. 

No easy task. So where do  
you start? 

First things first: email is 
no longer the centre of their 
communications.

Most are social in some form 
or other, which is why it’s 
important to support email 
messaging with social media 
activity. Today’s students 
expect instant communication 
and information, in places they 
are spending their time. 

Another thing to remember:
Facebook has been a popular 
choice. But Facebook’s younger 
audience is in decline. You 
should now consider alternative  
platforms to use in addition  
to Facebook. 

•  Snapchat and Instagram are 
massively popular, and offer paid-for 
advertising opportunities that are 
both highly targeted and visual.

•  Chatbots on Facebook Messenger  
offer an informal way to answer 
students’ questions in a format  
that’s familiar to them. 

•  You should also consider student-
specific sites such as The Student 
Room, and other active forums at  
this stage. 

•  And… watch this space. Social  
media platforms are popping  
up like mushrooms in the night. 
Which is why it’s important to 
stay flexible, and keep an eye on 
emerging platforms and trends.  
VR tours of campuses? You heard  
it here first.

So where are they?

Talking to 
Generation Z
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Although students will be loath to 
admit it, the role of influencers in 
their university course and location 
decisions is highly important. 

Parents often play key roles in  
the decision process, but both  
you (and they) need to manage  
these interactions sensitively. 

Facebook advertising can be a  
very effective way to reach this  
older audience.

Recruiting 
influencers 

Rankings

Employability

Student satisfaction scores

Course completions

Awards

Facilities

Pastoral care

Vocational studies

Clubs and societies

Notable alumni

Local costs of living

Information should  
be mainly factual.  

For example:

It’s also important to 
encourage existing 
students and alumni to 
engage and influence 
prospective students.

Existing students will offer a real (and 
often more trusted) experience of the 
university, its location and student life.  
You can encourage them to share inside 
knowledge across social channels. 

Alumni can also share success stories, 
and show the progression that a 
qualification from your university  
can provide.

Getting the right mix lets you reach out 
to students, parents, existing students 
and alumni – and present messages in 
easily digestible and shareable formats: 
videos and images, shared in places 
students are spending time. 
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It doesn’t end with choosing 
your platforms and putting 
your message out there. 
Before you get started, there 
are other things to consider.

The first is the standard 
academic application calendar, 
and the common activities 
within it. How can you fit your 
messaging around this? 

The second is the mood states 
an applicant typically goes 
through. What’s the best way 
to talk to a student during each 
stage of the process?

Student recruitment calendars 
provide a backdrop to the 
overall recruitment process. 
This helps you fit messaging 
around certain stages and 
activities. But to really capture 
the attention of this new 
generation of 18-year-olds,  
you need to take things one 
step further by overlaying  
the calendar with a mood  
map that plots the emotional 
states of students throughout 
their journey.

You don’t want to be talking  
at your audience. You want 
to be showing them you 
understand and will experience 
the highs and lows of the 
process with them. A mood 
map ensures the tone of  
your message matches the 
mood of your audience. 

Having the right tone means 
your message can resonate 
with the audience, which is 
key to cultivating interest 
and developing a deeper 
engagement, rather than 
simply delivering the facts. 

At other times, they 
need picking up 

and reminding why 
they are putting 

themselves through 
all of this. 

Sometimes, 
students may not 
be as receptive to 

your message.  
They just want to 

be left alone.

At others, they’ll 
need a guiding 

hand, or a glimpse 
into all the exciting 

things on offer. 

Knowing when 
to talk, and 
what to say

1

2
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Long-haul 
marketing

The application journey 
can be split into three 
main stages, each with its 
own unique mood state. 

Attract 
This is the beginning of our 
journey. The goal is to raise 
awareness, and gain students’ 
permission to inspire them 
with messages throughout the 
recruitment cycle. 

Inspire
To nurture, inform and 
entertain students for a  
year throughout the 
recruitment cycle, so that 
when they come to enrol,  
you’re already top choice.

Engage
To remind students of all 
the good things they know 
about you, and make it  
easy to enrol.
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This stage starts  
before the beginning  
of the recruitment  
cycle in March.

The goal is to raise 
awareness among 
the new cohort 
of prospective 
students, and be 
attractive enough 
to earn a follow 
or share on their 
chosen social 
channel. 

This allows you entry into a more  
personal conversation. It also 
gives you an opportunity to 
inspire them, encourage them to 
register for an open day, and gain 
consent to send them marketing 
messages throughout the 
recruitment cycle. 

Traditionally, attracting students 
has occurred through links with 
feeder schools, FE colleges and 
recruitment fairs – but now, we 
need to include paid-for media  
in online channels. 

Why? This is where 
students spend 
most of their time.

Step 1 Attract
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Worries
Are reduced via information 
that addresses concerns 
around accommodation, 
facilities, finances, A-level 
results, how to make friends or 
the realities of living together.

Boredom
Can be quashed with the 
excitement of clubs, student 
discounts, societies, freshers’ 
events and new facilities, or 
entertaining content about 
the realities (and myths!) of 
university life in general.

Stress
Can be alleviated with hints 
and tips on the completion  
of personal statements, 
making university  
applications stand out, and 
other practical information.

Once you’ve piqued 
your students’ 
interest, it’s time 
to amplify your 
message and inspire 
them throughout  
the year. 

But remember, the application 
process is a long, busy roller-
coaster of emotion. 

From the excited post open 
day questions, through a 
cycle of boredom and a low 
of worrying, into the intensity 
of personal statement 
completions, application 
submissions – and finally the 
university offers – you need 
to be sensitive to students’ 
different moods, to make sure 
you speak to them in the right 
way, at the right time. 

Step 2 Inspire

A typical approach is to take  
a content audit across all 
of your sites and platforms, 
maintain it or redevelop it,  
then add further content  
that matches the needs  
and emotional states  
of the students. 

For example, a personalised 
hub or portal that sits on the 
main university website, where 
potential students can access 
informative, problem-solving, 
useful information around all 
things university-based.
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It’s important to  
use a blend of  
digital marketing, 
monitoring and  
response optimisation  
– while considering  
the different moods  
of students throughout  
the whole process. 

Prospective applicants 
should be able to access 
this content, anywhere, 
at any time. 

This should be done  
on a range of platforms 
– through influencers, 
films, interviews, 
animations, simple 
infographics, listicles, 
memes and blogposts. 

Here’s a great 
example from 
Leeds Beckett 
University.

Leeds Beckett University 
created a 100-day 
countdown to help students-
to-be feel welcome and 
prepared for university by 
making sure they had all the 
information they needed.
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Three things  
to remember:



In this day and age, it’s important to 
continue the nurturing process with fresh, 
always-relevant content. We need to 
remind students of all the good things on 
offer – and make it easy for them to enrol. 

In preparing well and connecting with  
our audience both functionally and 
emotionally, we should avoid too  
much panic for filling courses.

In the past, the 
university offer and 
Clearing potentially 
signalled the end of the 
recruitment process.  

But times have changed.

Step 3 Engage

Applicants should be 
predisposed to you – even if 
they have multiple options – 
and want to experience  
the full range of activities,  
facilities and opportunities 
that a course at the university  
can offer.

Their parents will be 
convinced by the prospects 
and security your university 
offers – and will be confident 
telling others that it’s the 
most appropriate and exciting 
choice for their child.
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The recruitment  
of high-quality 
postgraduates is vital 
to the standing and 
research profile of  
any university. But this 
will require a slightly 
different approach. 

Enrolling 
postgrads
What’s the 
difference?

Postgrads know all about the 
academic world. They are likely 
to be immersed in their subject, 
and won’t need the same level 
of reassurance and support as 
their undergraduate peers.
 
Their journey will be less 
emotional, and more rational.
Content should therefore be 
based around support, funding, 
facilities, and job prospects.

Search optimisation and 
marketing automation can 
deliver strong response rates 
when talking to this audience, 
because the application process 
is far more direct. 

Supporting it with paid  
content on sites such as 
findamasters.com or  
postgrad.com will also  
help raise awareness  
of the courses available  
at the university. 

The University of Leicester 
found that 50% of post-
graduates research their 
options using the web. 

The Complete University 
Guide states that 77% of 
postgraduates on full-
time courses do so to gain 
professional job qualifications. 
This supports the fact that 
higher education is vocational 
for many students.

Paid content is content  
you’ve spent money on so  
it’s promoted to more people.  
This could be a video on 
YouTube, articles that  
promote your university  
on other websites, such  
as Buzzfeed, or adverts  
on social media. 

Marketing automation  
helps you stay connected 
with your customers. It does 
repetitive tasks for you, so  
you can spend more time 
focusing on the other jobs.
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Recruiting post-
graduates requires  
a more transactional 
marketing cycle. 

However, it still relies 
on the ability to 
match content to your 
audience’s needs and 
preferences from search, 
through research and 
application.

The process doesn’t  
rely on technology  
in and of itself. 

The key to success relies 
on an understanding 
of the audience’s 
relationship with 
technology, as well  
as their emotional  
states at each stage  
of their journey. 

Three  
things  
to take 
away

1 2 3
In an increasingly 
competitive marketplace, 
the success stories 
will come from those 
who understand how 
to inspire applicants 
throughout the long 
decision cycle. 

They’ll do this by 
mapping technology to 
the changing emotional 
needs of their audience. 

Getting the right mix lets 
you reach out to prospective 
students, parents, existing 
students and alumni – and 
present messages in easily-
digestible and shareable 
formats: videos and images, 
shared in places students are 
spending time.
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Marketing 
timeline

Mar Apr May June July Aug Sept Oct Nov Dec Jan Feb

Emotion

Activity First thoughts Open days Open days Personal statements Application

Theme
Uni USPs Uni USPs Uni USPs

Visit us Apply It’s not too late

Channel Facebook, Instagram, Snapchat, forums,     recruitment fairs, direct to schools, local ambient, national traditional media

Theme Follow/ 
like us Nightlife Student societies Preparing for uni life Finances Fresher stories Application help What happens next

Channel Facebook, Instagram, Snapchat, forums, websites

Awareness 
building

Emotional 
nurturing

Mar Apr May June July Aug Sept

Emotion

Activity Offers Exams Exams end Results Enrolment

Theme Clearing

Channel     Facebook, Instagram, Snapchat, forums, recruitment fairs, direct to schools,       local ambient, national traditional media

Theme Weighing up options Exam strategies See you 
soon Don’t panic Welcome

Channel Facebook, Instagram, Snapchat, forums, websites

Awareness 
building

Emotional 
nurturing
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Thanks 
for reading

Now could you do 
something for us?

We’d love to hear 
your response,  
so let us know 
your thoughts.

As a marketing, design  
and technology agency  
with four decades 
of experience, we’re 
specialists in connecting 
you with your clients, 
customers and prospects. 

Let’s connect:
LinkedIn

Follow us
Twitter 
Instagram
Facebook

Get in touch
marketing@proctors.co.uk
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The Old Printworks, 
178 Easton Road,  
Bristol BS5 0ES 
United Kingdom

proctors.co.uk

@proctors.co.uk

@proctorandstevenson
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